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ABSTRACT
DESIGN THINKING FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF FORMAL OPERATIONS:
A TEAM-BASED MIDDLE SCHOOL DESIGN CURRICULUM
By Stephanie K. O’Dell, BFA
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
degree of Master of Art Education at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2016.
Director: David E. Burton, Ph. D., Professor, Art Education
In this thesis, I propose a team-based design curriculum that aligns with the cognitive development 
of middle school age students. The ability to think abstractly develops at a specific time in 
development, according to widely accepted cognitive theory. The middle school years are the 
launching pad of abstract thinking. At this age, students are also primed for learning through social 
activity. The design process often includes abstract problem solving challenges, and working 
within a team structure. These ideas build a foundation for a research question—could a team-
based design curriculum in middle school strengthen students’ natural cognitive development by 
providing opportunities for adaptations through experiential learning? In this thesis, I propose a 
team-based design curriculum for middle school students, which follows a trajectory of concrete to 































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Stephanie Kathleen O’Dell was born April 28, 1987 in Richmond, Virginia, and is an American 
citizen. She graduated from James River High School in Midlothian, Virginia in 2005 with 
honors. She received her Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in graphic design, graduating from 
Virginia Commonwealth University in 2009. Subsequently, she practiced graphic design 
professionally for five years before pursuing graduate studies.
78
